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Synopsis
Social debates, as well as discussions about certain highly charged issues, such
as racism, gender identity, and sexuality, usually turn on the uses or mentions of
key words. That is, the conclusions we can draw from such discussions depend
on how certain terms are used or mentioned in them. Yet participants in social
debates may often fail to precisely define their terms or fail to make important
distinctions in terms uttered by others. Both logic and mathematics pay attention
to the importance of precise definitions when it comes to engaging in discussions,
arguments, or proofs. Logic also makes an important distinction between the use
of words and the mention of them. This article reviews ideas from mathematics
and logic about definitions, use, and mention of words by applying them to
central concepts which have arisen in various social debates.
Keywords: race, racism, gender identity, sexuality, intersectionality, math,
logic
Race, racism, and intersectionality are terms frequently heard in public dis-
course. For example, members of the group Black Lives Matter are concerned
that police killings of unarmed blacks are indicative of racism on the part
of police forces across the country. Some whites who counter that “all lives
matter” accuse members of Black Lives Matter of being racist. There are
many who support affirmative action as a way of righting historical and cur-
rent wrongs against “people of color” or of promoting diversity in a range
of institutions. Others contend that affirmative action is “reverse racism”.
A number of activists frequently use the term intersectionality to highlight
that some people are oppressed based on multiple identities (such, as race,
gender, etc.).
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As I’ve listened to these debates, I’ve been struck by how logic and math-
ematics are relevant to them, although they rarely come up, at least not
explicitly so. Many of the statements and terms I’ve heard in these dis-
cussions have been quite vague. I found myself wondering: what do they
mean by race, what do they mean by gender, what do they mean by inter-
sectionality, etc.? And, I thought, this is where logic and mathematics may
be relevant. Both of these disciplines have many virtues, but an especially
salient one is how they can make ideas more precise. Another is how they
can assist us in drawing out the implications of our assumptions. The rest
of this paper will illustrate these two virtues.
1. The Importance of Definitions
One of the things mathematicians and logicians do well is carefully define
their terms, as well as draw out the implications of their definitions. Having
studied these two fields to some extent, this is a practice I’ve also tried to
adopt.
I teach at a school of social work in New York City, typically courses in
statistics, public policy, and economics. These are courses, especially pub-
lic policy and economics, where debates/discussions about race, racism, etc.
come to the fore. Like many professions, social work has an organization
that occasionally makes statements about key social issues. That organi-
zation is called The National Association of Social Workers (NASW), and
in 2007 it authored a document called Institutional Racism & The Social
Work Profession: A Call to Action [7]. On page 6 of that document, racism
is defined as, “the practice of discrimination and prejudice based on racial
classification supported by the power to enforce that prejudice.” On that
same page, “prejudice” is defined as, “the negative (or positive/idealized)
attitudes, thoughts, and beliefs, about an entire category of people formed
without full examination of the facts,” and “discrimination” is defined as,
“acting on the basis of prejudice.”
Many of my students, as well as many activists I’ve heard, define racism
similarly to the way the NASW document does. Racism is also frequently
defined as the belief that someone is inferior or superior simply because of
their race. These are two very different definitions of racism, and one of the
easiest ways to see this is to draw out their logical implications. This can be
done with the help of the following thought experiment.
Michael A. Lewis 385
Imagine we have two people, Mary and Sue. Mary defines racism as the
NASW document does, while Sue uses a definition like the one in the previous
paragraph. They get into a discussion about whether Tim is a racist. Tim
happens to be black, and both Mary and Sue have heard him claim that
blacks are superior to whites. Mary, who is also black, claims that Tim
cannot be a racist because racism requires discrimination and prejudice, as
well as the power to enforce such prejudice. She states that being black and,
therefore, a member of an oppressed group, Tim does not have such power.
Sue objects to Mary’s argument. She argues that since Tim has openly stated
he believes blacks are superior to whites, and since racism is nothing but the
belief that one racial group is superior to another one, Tim is clearly a racist.
As I said earlier, both mathematicians and logicians pay careful attention to
definitions [12, 2]. Logicians typically distinguish among the following four
types: lexical, stipulative, rhetorical, and precising.
A lexical definition is one where a concept is defined in terms of how it’s
used among the members of some community of language users. A stipulative
definition is one where the agent defining the term states the meaning they
have in mind, whether or not their definition is consistent with one used by
some linguistic community. A rhetorical definition is one where the agent
defining the term does so with the intention of getting the audience to view
some aspect of the world as the definer does. A precising definition is one
which attempts to define a term such that it becomes less ambiguous or
vague. An ambiguous term is one with at least two meanings, and a vague
one is a term whose meaning is unclear.
These different types of definitions are not mutually exclusive. Here is a
question: what type(s) of definition is the earlier definitions of racism meant
to be? The answer to this question isn’t clear, and that may be at the
heart of disputes about racism. The debate above appears to be about which
definition of racism is the correct one. But the notion of a “correct” definition
seems to apply only to lexical ones.
To see what I mean, consider Mary and Sue again. Suppose each of them
presents their definition of racism as a lexical one. This immediately raises
the question of which community of language users each has in mind. Suppose
the community Mary has in mind is different from the one Sue has in mind.
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It is possible for two different communities to differ about their understanding
of what racism is. Suppose also that Mary’s definition accurately captures
the sentiment of the community she has in mind, while Sue’s captures the
sentiment of the one she has in mind. Then it would seem that Mary’s and
Sue’s definitions are both correct, even though they differ from one another.
That is, a correct lexical definition of a term is one which accurately captures
how the relevant linguistic community defines it.
The notion of a lexical definition raises the question: Can there be correct
or incorrect definitions in an absolute sense? That is, can there be correct or
incorrect definitions which don’t depend on what members of given commu-
nities believe? It isn’t obvious there can be. Consider the term racism again.
What absolute standard would we compare a given definition of racism to
in order to determine whether it’s the right one? If one discussant in a de-
bate defines racism as NASW does, while another employs the alternative
definition, it’s hard to see how one of them could be wrong in an absolute
sense.
If I’m right about this, it may make sense to simply acknowledge that different
linguistic communities define terms like racism differently. Then whether a
term would apply in any given case would depend on which community’s
conception we have in mind. Approaching things in this way might allow
Mary and Sue to see that their disagreement about Tim is semantic, that it’s
difficult to know if such disagreements can be settled on the basis of some
absolute standard, and that, therefore, it might be prudent not to be too
quick to render a judgement about whose definition is correct.
Earlier I said a rhetorical definition is one where the agent defining the term
does so with the intention of getting the audience to view some part of the
world as they do. Let us relate this to the concept of racism. Take a look
again at NASW’s definition:
the practice of discrimination and prejudice based on racial clas-
sification supported by the power to enforce that prejudice
And here is the alternative one:
the belief that someone is inferior or superior simply because of
their race
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These may not be simply lexical definitions but rhetorical ones as well. The
definition NASW uses seems to be trying to get the audience to conclude
that racism is not just about belief but also about social power. That is, just
believing something is not enough to make someone a racist. The believer
must also be in a social position to enforce that belief. That is, they must be
in positions to hire and fire people, make and remake the country’s laws, be
owners/controllers of the means of production, etc. This is why proponents
of defining racism as NASW does often contend that blacks cannot be racists.
Blacks simply do not have the requisite social power. Apparently, proponents
of this definition want others to draw this conclusion as well. See, for instance,
[11].
Proponents of the other definition of racism, arguably want to divorce the
concept of racism from social power. That is, they want us to conclude
that racism is distinct from who in our society does or doesn’t have power.
Therefore, blacks, even if we assume that they lack power in our society, can
still be racists.
What we have here is an apparent debate about how to define a term being
connected to the question of which racial groups have social power in our
society. This is the type of thing which happens with rhetorical definitions.
And, again, if it is unclear how any definition can be correct or incorrect in
an absolute sense, it’s also unclear how a rhetorical one can be.
Even though there may not be absolutely correct or incorrect definitions, we
might want to see how a definition “works out” by applying it to particular
cases in order to see if it coheres with other beliefs we hold. If application of it
results in our having to renounce certain beliefs that we take to be reasonable,
this might be a reason to abandon or refine the definition in question.
Recall that in my initial example, Mary and Sue were discussing whether
Tim, a black man who believes blacks are superior to whites, is a racist.
According to NASW’s definition, he is not. According to the alternative one
he is. Now consider the case of Steve.
Steve is a poor white man, member of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK), and
believes all blacks are morally, culturally, and intellectually inferior to whites.
He is also unemployed, addicted to a prescribed opiate, and spends his
days and evenings frequently high, while watching reruns of Roseanne. Steve
does not hire or fire anyone. He does not vote on any legislation.
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He is not a police officer authorized by the state to use deadly force whenever
he believes such force is warranted. Let us stipulate that Steve has little or
no power in our society. Now here is the question: is Steve a racist?
Based on the alternative definition, he is. Based on NASW’s definition he is
not. This is because to be a racist, according to that definition, it’s necessary
for that person to hold certain beliefs and to possess social power. Also,
according to that definition, these two conditions are jointly sufficient for
someone to be a racist. By lacking social power, Steve can’t be a racist, just
as Tim can’t be. But then we’re left to conclude that a white male member
of the KKK who believes in the inherent inferiority of black people is not
a racist. I suspect most people would find this conclusion odd, to say the
least. If so, this might be a reason to abandon NASW’s definition of racism
or refine it.
There is a possible response to what I have just said. Someone might argue
that as a white man, Steve benefits from white privilege and that, there-
fore, he can be a racist. But neither definition says anything about white
privilege. So, this response is not relevant to the discussion. Anyone who
thinks benefitting from white privilege is part of what it means to be a racist
would have to include this condition in their definition. Neither of the two
definitions I have considered does. Again, only the second one leads us to
conclude that Steve is a racist. But then we would have to conclude that
Tim is too.
Even though there may be no way of determining if a definition is correct or
incorrect in an absolute sense, that does not mean that “all definitions are
created equal.” The social positions occupied by some in the U.S. render their
definitions more authoritative than others. To see what I mean, consider the
United States Supreme Court.
The United States Constitution, as well as pieces of legislation, contain a
lot of words and technical terms, many of them ambiguous. Yet, the na-
tion’s system of law doesn’t state that anyone’s definition of such terms
is as good as anyone else’s. Instead, that system allows the definitions
of nine judges with lifetime tenure to rule the day. In 2018, in a widely
watched case, the United States Supreme Court upheld President Trump’s
right to restrict people from certain countries, mainly majority Muslim ones,
from entering the United States, a policy sometimes called the travel ban.
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That decision is based on the court’s interpretation, in a 5-4 ruling, of a law
called the Immigration and Naturalization Act. I might define key terms of
that law differently from the five justices who upheld the President’s ban.
Their definition, however, is decisive, not mine.
Here is another example of the crucial role played by definitions in debates
about race and racism. New York City has a few specialized public high
schools, which students are admitted into on the basis of their standardized
test scores. For the most recent year I could find data for, more than half the
students enrolled in these schools were Asians, while only about 10% were
black or Latinx [9].
New York City’s Mayor, Bill De Blasio, has proposed a change in the admis-
sions process for these schools, which has turned out to be quite controversial.
I do not need to go into the details of his proposal, or the controversy sur-
rounding it, to make the point I want to make. Suffice it to say that the
mayor wants to deemphasize the role played by test scores in admission into
these schools. Instead, admission decisions would be determined by students’
ranks in their middle schools. That is, those students ranked at the top of
their middle schools would be the ones offered spots in the city’s specialized
high schools. De Blasio believes this change would increase access for Black
and Latinx students. But his proposal has received a significant amount of
criticism from some members of New York’s Asian communities [13].
Those who support the Mayor’s proposal believe it would be a fairer way
to allocate spots in these schools. De Blasio, along with his supporters,
argues that performance on the current test is affected by test preparation
courses (test prep), and many low-income Black and Latinx students come
from families who can’t afford such preparation. Opponents argue that many
Asian parents are low-income immigrants, yet they make sacrifices to send
their kids to test prep, sacrifices Black and Latinx families could make too
if they wanted to. De Blasio’s opponents also argue that performance on an
objective test is a much fairer way to make admissions decisions than relying
on the more subjective criteria middle schools use to rank their students.
As I have read about this debate, I have been drawn to one question: what
does it mean for an allocation process, in this context, to be fair? That
is, what are the necessary and sufficient conditions, or, less stringently, the
criteria such an allocation process must meet in order for us to say it’s fair?
To see how complicated this can get, consider the following.
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Some have claimed, as stated above, that many low-income Asian parents
make great sacrifices to send their kids to test prep, while comparable Black
and Latinx families do not. Some have also argued that this is a result of
cultural differences between Asians, on the one hand, and Blacks/Latinxs, on
the other. The argument is that many Asian immigrants come from cultures
where high-stakes testing is a far larger determinant of children’s life chances
and that, therefore, they are more culturally prepared for this New York City
version than many Black and Latinx families are.
I do not know if this claim is true. I am no expert on Asian, or any other,
immigrant cultures and how they compare to Black and Latinx ones. But
suppose, for the sake of discussion, this is true. This would mean that kids
raised in Asian families enjoy an advantage that those in Black and Latinx
families do not, namely the social capital of having parents more culturally
primed to make specific sacrifices on their behalf in the context of educa-
tional test prep. And this social capital advantage would be resulting in a
higher average performance on the specialized admissions test and, therefore,
a higher rate of attendance at these highly coveted schools. Yet kids don’t
choose the families/cultures they’re born into. Is allocating certain benefits
to kids on the basis of cultural differences between their parents fair? That
depends on how we define fair.
My guess is that proponents and opponents of de Blasio’s proposal differ in
their ideas about what fair means in this context. It may be good to get
those ideas out into the open. For one thing, if these differing conceptions
were made explicit, it might turn out that there is enough agreement to work
out some type of compromise. But even if that were not the case, there might
be another benefit: people would have a clearer sense of what the debate is
about and, therefore, be better informed if/when they chose to take sides.
2. Set Theory and Intersectionality
Another term which comes up in a number of social debates is intersection-
ality [1]. One Google definition for this term is
the interconnected nature of social categorizations such as race,
class, and gender as they apply to a given individual or group,
regarded as creating overlapping and interdependent systems of
discrimination or disadvantage.
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I think something like the above definition is what people have in mind when
they use this term. Yet this definition is vague.
To see what I mean, consider the case of Enrico. Enrico is a black man who
is also wheelchair-bound. He applies for a job as an information technologist
but is not hired. Assume that is all we know about Enrico’s case. Here is a
question: was Enrico not hired because he faced intersectionality-based dis-
crimination or disadvantage? To determine the answer, we need to know if
notions like “interconnected nature of social categorizations” and “overlap-
ping and interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage” apply.
But in order to determine if these apply, we need to be clear about what they
mean. Are we? What does it mean for social categorizations to be “inter-
connected in nature”? What does it mean for disadvantage or discrimination
to be “overlapping and interdependent”?
In the previous section, I defined a precising definition as one which attempts
to define a concept in order to make it less ambiguous or vague. Let me try
to construct a precising definition of intersectionality. I will not pretend that
my definition is the “be all and end all” of this concept. That is, it may
fail to capture every nuance of what people mean when they use the term
intersectionality. But even if my attempt to precisely define the concept is
not “the last word,” my purpose will have been served. That is because all
I’m trying to do is illustrate the role more precise definitions can play in
clearing up vagueness in the terms we use to discuss social issues. I think
a more precise definition of intersectionality can be constructed using set
theory.
Consider the following sets: the set of people discriminated against or facing
disadvantage because of their race, the set of those discriminated against or
facing disadvantage because of their gender, the set of those discriminated
against or facing disadvantage because of their sexuality, and the set of those
discriminated against or facing disadvantage because of a physical disability.
These, of course, do not exhaust the possible sets of people who could be
discriminated against or face disadvantage, since discrimination and disad-
vantage can occur for reasons other than race, gender, sexuality, and physical
disability. Let us call any set of people discriminated against or facing dis-
advantage, on any basis whatsoever, a D-set (“D” for discriminated against
or facing disadvantage).
Now I can propose a more precise definition of intersectionality :
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an individual is discriminated against on an intersectional basis
if and only if they are a member of at least two D-sets.
So, in order for the concept of intersectionality to apply to the type of dis-
crimination or disadvantage faced by someone, they must be a member of at
least two D-sets (necessity) and this is all that’s required (sufficiency). So,
going back to Enrico’s case and if we think of sets, in this context, as groups
of people, “all” we have to do to see if he faces intersectional discrimination
or disadvantage is determine if he’s a member of at least two D-groups. “All”
is in quotes because I do not want to suggest that it is easy to determine
if someone faces discrimination or disadvantage, especially since in many
cases discrimination or deliberately disadvantaging someone is illegal and,
therefore, those who engage in such behavior typically try to hide it. Also,
there is a certain degree of uncertainty when it comes to the nature of the
discrimination or disadvantage faced by members of more than one D-set.
To see what I mean, consider Mary, Joe, and Tim. Suppose Mary is a middle-
income straight black woman, Joe is a middle-income straight white man,
and Tim is a middle-income straight black man. Arguably, all else equal,
Mary would be the one among these three who would face intersectional
discrimination or disadvantage. That’s because she’s a member of two D-sets:
women and blacks. So, in some sense, Mary would face more discrimination
or disadvantage than would Joe, or Tim. But more here could mean one of
two things: it could mean additively more or interactively (as in interaction
effect, a term from statistics/quantitative social science) more.
To see the distinction I am making, suppose there are ratio scales for measur-
ing the degrees of discrimination or disadvantage someone faces because of
their race, gender identity, sexuality, social class, etc. Suppose further that
these scales can be combined to obtain an overall degree of discrimination or
disadvantage faced by someone. Let R be the measure of discrimination and
disadvantage based on race and G the measure based on gender identity.
The higher R or G is, the more discrimination or disadvantage one faces.
So, Tim, who’s black, would presumably have a higher R value than Joe
would. Let us assume Mary and Tim have the same R value but that her G
value is higher than Joe’s and Tim’s, both of which are 0. To get at what
folks may have in mind when they use the term intersectionality, we need to
think about how G and R might enter a person’s overall discrimination or
disadvantage equation (let us call this their D-equation).
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Does a person’s equation take a form something like this:
D = G + R?
Or something like this:
D = G + R + GR?
The first equation above is additive while the second is interactive. That is,
in the first equation, the effect of G on a person’s level of discrimination or
disadvantage is constant (and equal to 1), and the same is true of R’s effect.
In the second equation, the effect of G on Person’s level of discrimination or
disadvantage depends on the level of R, and R’s effect depends on the level of
G. This can be seen by calculating the first partial derivatives of the person’s
D-equation with respect to G and R, respectively:
∂D
∂G
= 1 +R, and
∂D
∂R
= 1 +G.
To see how all this plays out, consider the following numerical examples.
Suppose the additive versions of Joe’s D-equation is
DJoe = G+R = 0 + 0 = 0,
Tim’s D-equation is
DT im = G+R = 0 + 5 = 5,
and Mary’s D-equation is
DMary = G+R = 5 + 5 = 10.
And assume the interactive versions of Joe’s D-equation is
DJoe = G+R +GR = 0 + 0 + 0× 0 = 0,
Tim’s D-equation is
DT im = G+R +GR = 0 + 5 + 0× 5 = 5,
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and Mary’s D-equation is
DMary = G+R +GR = 5 + 5 + 5× 5 = 10 + 25 = 35.
It’s clear that Mary, due to intersectionality, suffers more from discrimination
and disadvantage than do Joe or Tim, regardless of whether we use the addi-
tive or interactive model. But whether intersectionality operates additively
or interactively makes a pretty big difference, since 35 is more than 3 times
as large as 10.
Obtaining data on ratio level measures of various types of discrimination or
disadvantage is a challenge, to put it mildly. This renders mathematics a
limited tool when it comes to defining the concept of intersectionality. But
that does not mean our exercise has been completely useless. If nothing else,
it’s allowed us to think more precisely about how intersectionality might
operate to compound the discrimination or disadvantage faced by members
of some groups in society.
Mathematics, specifically set theory, can also be applied to understand a
notion that frequently came up after Barack Obama was elected president:
the idea of a post-racial America. This is the idea that the United States is
no longer a place where people face discrimination on the basis of race [14].
According to this perspective, there may still be other types of discrimination,
but racial discrimination isn’t one of them. From a mathematical point of
view, this amounts to the claim, with U.S. residents being the universal set,
that the set of people discriminated against because of their race is the empty
set. That is, if the U.S. really is a post-racial nation, the D-set made up of
people discriminated against on the basis of race has no members whatsoever.
I will leave it to readers to decide if they think this particular D-set is really
empty.
3. Gender Identity and Fuzzy Set Theory
The website for the National Center for Transgender Equality [4] states that,
“most people—including transgender people—are either male or female. But
some don’t neatly fit into the categories of “man” or “woman” or “male”
or “female.” The site goes on to tell us that some people identify as a
gender which blends male and female, some identify with a gender that is
neither male nor female, and some don’t identify with any gender at all.
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As I’ve read about discussions and debates about transgender and non-binary
persons, I’ve almost immediately started thinking about set theory, as well as
the limitations of mathematics as a tool for modeling complicated realities.
When I discussed intersectionality in the previous section, I had in mind
standard set theory. Standard set theory is also called crisp set theory [10].
Crisp set theory has one distinguishing trait: an entity in a particular uni-
verse of discourse is either in a given set or not. For example, consider the
set of positive integers {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10. . . } where the universe
of discourse is the set of all numbers. Either a number is an element of the
set of positive integers or it is not. There are no “in-betweens.” The num-
ber 25 is an element of this set, while the number -25 is not. An objection
many transgender and non-binary persons have raised might be stated as the
problem of others trying to impose the tools of crisp set theory on them.
In terms of crisp set theory, with human beings the universe of discourse,
there are only two genders: male and female. That is, we have two sets:
males = {all human beings who’re male} and females = {all human beings
who’re female}. According to the traditional view, a person’s gender places
them in one and only one of these two sets. And which of the two a person’s
gender places them in depends on that person’s anatomy. That is, which of
the two sets one’s gender places them in isn’t something they choose—it is
chosen for them.
What the National Center for Transgender Equality is telling us is that this
way of seeing things simply doesn’t reflect the reality of how people actually
understand their genders. In a paper appearing in this Journal, Andres
Sanchez [8] applies crisp set theory to both gender identity and sexuality. If,
like Sanchez, we want to remain within the confines of crisp set theory but
want to use it to more realistically model how people identify themselves, we
need more crisp sets; here are four possibilities:
1) males = {all human beings who identify as male}
2) females = {all human beings who identify as female}
3) neither gender = {all human beings who identify with a gender which
is neither male nor female} and
4) {all human beings who do not identify with any gender at all}.
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Notice the emphasized terms in the sets above. These are intended to high-
light the challenge that transgender and non-binary persons are posing to
the more traditional way of understanding gender. Gender isn’t something
to be imposed from “outside” but instead depends on how people identify
themselves.
The National Center for Transgender Equality website also hints at another
challenge to the traditional way of understanding gender. Notice that it
also mentions that some people identify as both male and female. That is,
some identify as a blend of these two genders. If we want to represent such
blending with the tools of set theory, we must leave the confines of crisp set
theory. A version of set theory which may be useful here is fuzzy set theory.
Fuzzy set theory is a tool which was developed to model vagueness, the lack
of sharp boundaries between one thing and another. Vagueness is ubiquitous
in the real world. Is an adult who is 5’10” tall or short? That depends
on where we draw the line between tall and short. Perhaps someone 3’0”
is clearly short, while someone 7’0” is clearly tall. But what about that
5’10” adult? Fuzzy set theory was developed to address just these types of
situations.
The key idea from fuzzy set theory is the notion of a membership function.
A membership function is what allows one to specify the degree to which an
element of the universe of discourse falls within some set of interest. The
domain of such a function is the universe of discourse relevant to the set
we’re trying to construct. Going back to gender identity, the domain would
be the set of all human beings. The range of a membership function is the
closed interval [0, 1]. Regarding gender identity, the range of the membership
function would amount to stating that a person’s gender identity can take
any real number value between 0 and 1 inclusive. We could assign a 0 to
those who identify as male and a 1 to those who identify as female. Those
who identify as a blend of male and female, or both male and female, could
pick or be assigned some number other than 0 or 1.
Fuzzy set theory may do a better job than crisp set theory at representing
how people in the real world identify their genders. But it has a key lim-
itation. For those who identify as blends of male and female, we do not
know the membership function for assigning degrees of maleness or female-
ness. That is, we do not know how to assign real numbers, between 0 and
1 inclusive, reflecting the degree to which people identify as male or female.
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Even with this limitation, though, fuzzy set theory may capture “the spirit”
of how some people identify better than crisp set theory does.
4. The Use-Mention Distinction
In November of 2018 after a screening of his new movie The Green Book,
actor Viggo Mortensen waded into a bitter controversy by saying “N-word.”
What he said was, “for instance, no one says N-word anymore.” Those
who attended the event, including Mortensen himself, have stated that the
context for his comment was his claim that even though many whites now
refrain from using that word, that does not mean they do not still hold racist
views. So, Mortensen didn’t appear to be calling anyone a “N-word.” But
that didn’t stop others, including his co-star Mahershala Ali, from criticizing
him for saying it, although Ali did accept Mortensen’s apology for doing so.
Many blacks debate whether they should say the word. But I think it is
fair to say that almost all blacks contend that whites, no matter how well-
meaning, should never say it [3]. This is dangerous territory to move into,
but even here I think logic may help clarify what’s at issue.
One of the key distinctions made in logic is the use-mention distinction [2].
To see the difference between use and mention, consider the following two
sentences:
Sentence 1: Michael Jackson was a member of The Jackson Five.
Sentence 2: “Michael Jackson” was a member of The Jackson Five.
The first sentence is true, while the second one has never been true. In the
first sentence, the word “Michael Jackson” refers to a person who died on
June 25, 2009. In the second one, “Michael Jackson” refers to the name of
the person who died on June 25, 2009. The person Michael Jackson was,
during an early period in his life, a member of the Jackson Five. The name
“Michael Jackson” never was because names cannot be members of singing
groups.
Logicians would say that the word “Michael Jackson” is used in the first
sentence but only mentioned in the second one. Words are used when they
are meant to refer to things in the world or, in the case of Michael Jackson
since he is now dead, things that were in the world. Words are mentioned
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when they’re meant to refer only to themselves. When words are mentioned
in sentences, as opposed to used in them, logicians typically place those words
between quotation marks, just as I did above. Now consider the following
two sentences:
Sentence 1: Michael Jackson is a N-word.
Sentence 2: Michael Jackson was probably at some point in his life called
a “N-word.”
In the first sentence, “N-word” is used to refer to Michael Jackson. In the
second one, the word is being mentioned as a term that others may have
used to refer to Michael Jackson at some point in his life. Notice that it is
being used not to refer to Michael Jackson but to refer to itself as a word
that others may have used, at some point, to refer to Michael Jackson.
To complicate things a bit more, “N-word” can be used in different ways. It
can be used in a derogatory way, say, by a Neo-Nazi or Klansman. Or it can
be used, some would say “reclaimed,” by black people to refer to members of
that community not in a derogatory way but as a kind of term of endearment.
This is a use often associated with hip-hop culture.
As the debate about “N-word” has unfolded, I haven’t seen much explicit
attention paid to the use-mention distinction. But that distinction is rele-
vant. Here’s a quote from Mortensen indicating how this distinction often
goes unrecognized:
“In making the point that many people casually used the ‘N’
word at the time in which the movie’s story takes place, in 1962,
I used the full word. . . .” [3]
But arguably Mortensen did not use the “N-word”—he only mentioned it.
Even though the use-mention distinction often goes unrecognized in this con-
text, it is one that I am sure people could appreciate if it were brought to
their attention. It is easy to imagine how that might happen.
Suppose Mortensen had said, “my co-star Mahershala Ali is a “N-word”.”
What he did say, which clearly was not this, was controversial enough. Had
he used “N-word” this way to refer to his co-star, I suspect the reaction and
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criticism would have been much harsher. It is likely that Ali would not have
been so quick to accept his apology, and Mortensen’s career would’ve been
ruined beyond repair.
What I have said about “N-word” arguably applies to other words which
have come up in similar debates. Examples are “C-word” and “Q-word”.1
Some contend that “C-word” should never be used by anyone, while others
claim that it is okay for women to use it [6]. There are those who state that
“F-word” or “D-word” shouldn’t be used by those who are not gay, although
some who identify as gay contend that it’s acceptable for members of that
community to use them [5]. The use-mention distinction is relevant here too.
There is a difference between 2a and 2b, as well as 3a and 3b:
Sentence 2a. Anya is a “C-word”.
Sentence 2b. Anya has probably been called a “C-word” at some point in
her life.
Sentence 3a. Klaus is a “F-word”.
Sentence 3b. Klaus has probably been called a “F-word” at some point in
his life.
Also, some contend that these words can be used in derogatory or reclaiming
ways. Recognizing the distinction between using and mentioning these terms,
as well as the different types of uses of them, we can see how complex these
debates really are. Hopefully, we will get to a society where everyone can
agree that none of these terms should ever be used in derogatory ways. But
perhaps reasonable people can disagree about whether they should ever be
reclaimed or merely mentioned.
To anticipate a possible objection, I am not suggesting that use or mention
of all the above terms is the same in every respect. Perhaps differences in
racial, gender, and sexuality-based oppression are such that whether anyone
1Just as many find saying the actual word, instead of “N-word”, offensive some find
saying certain words used to refer to women or gay persons offensive. That’s why above I
said “C-word”, for a derogatory term sometimes used to refer to women, and “F-word”,
“D-word”, and “Q-word” for terms that are sometimes used in a derogatory way to refer
to, respectively, gay men, gay women, and gay persons in general.
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should use or mention any one of them varies depending on the term we have
in mind. For example, perhaps the country’s history of racial oppression
is such that no one should ever use or mention “N-word,” but under some
circumstances it may be okay to use, in a reclaiming way, or mention the
others. My goal here is not to take a position on any of these issues—it is to
show that perhaps logic’s use-mention distinction may help clarify them.
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